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Introduction
Successful leaders and managers manage in all three 
directions at the same time; downwards—their 
subordinates, upwards—their bosses, and horizontally—
their peers. To become a successful leader, the skills 
of managing self and managing a team(1-4) are to be 
complemented by skills of managing bosses and peers, 
an overlooked aspect of leadership.

Managing bosses and peers is referred to as managing up 
(bosses) and across (peers) in literature. One always has 
a boss or bosses at every level of one’s work from entry 
upto the top. At the top level, boss may be a bureaucrat 
or a minister or a chair of the governing board. One needs 
to deal with their expectations, needs, and demands. 
Managing up is the process of consciously working with 
your boss to obtain the best possible results for you, 
your boss, and your organization. This is not political 
maneuvering, kissing up, avoiding work, rebelling, 
or trying to turn the tables on a higher level official.(5) 
Rather, it is a deliberate effort to bring understanding and 
cooperation to a relationship between individuals who 
often have different perspectives. It is understanding 
your boss’s position and requirements and making 
yourself known as a stellar employee by exceeding her 
expectations and needs.

Fai lure to manage the boss often results  in 
misunderstandings, wastage of time and efforts, 

inability to convert one’s ideas into action, lack of 
promotion, and reduced influence within and outside 
the organization. 

One often hears from employees that boss is “difficult.” 
However, achievement and recognition of what we do 
professionally often depends on the ability to manage 
our boss. A rebellious behavior with the boss neither 
helps in one’s growth, the progress of the project or the 
organization.(6)

Building Sybiotic Relationship with Your Boss
It is not uncommon to see the boss and subordinate 
working at cross purpose. Adversely affecting the 
outcome for themselves, the project, and the organization. 
Common reasons include lack of clarity on common 
goals and objectives due to inadequate communication 
between them, resulting in misunderstanding of 
expectations and roles. When each does not know the 
other’s strengths and weakness, they cannot support 
the other to optimize their strengths and cover up the 
weaknesses.

The first step in dealing with your boss is to “know 
him.” One needs to observe the boss’s way of working, 
behavior, and communication and understand what is 
expected of oneself and what one whould expect if one 
is in the boss’s position. The following points summarize 
the approach to manage the boss for a win-win situation 
for self, the boss, and the organization.

Know your boss and build on to complement his/
her skills
Know boss’s priorities
It is critical to meeting boss’s needs. Priorities change and 
it is important to talk to the boss regularly. The boss will 
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be glad that you are interested in his/her priorities and 
might ask for your support in achieving these.

Know boss’s strengths/weakenesses to build on
If you are aware of the strengths and weakenesses of 
the boss, you can tap into the strengths for your benefit 
and parallel work toward to benefitting the boss by 
supporting the weasknesses.

Know your boss’s reputation
In your organization and sector: If the boss manages 
up well, he/she is well-regarded. You can build this 
reputation to achieve team objectives.

Effective communication with your boss
Know the boss’s preferred way to receive information. 
Some prefer to read and others hear. If the boss prefers 
reading, write an e mail or a formal letter as the situation 
demands. If the boss prefers to hear, then go prepared 
for a brief chat. In both the cases, if the boss is analytical, 
substantiate your arguments with evidence (facts and 
figures). Keep the following in mind:

Keep the boss briefed on your activities
Keep the boss always updated on the activities you 
are handling and major events in your work or your 
department/team so that there are no surprises.

Request feedback on the activities you are involved in.

Complement flagging problems with solutions for porblem 
solving
When problems arise, it is good to flag them. However, 
do the ground work and suggest solutions to address 
the problems. 

Look at issues from boss’s point of view
Imagine yourself in the boss’s shoes when you think 
about issues you want to flag with the boss.

Provide feedback
It is a difficult task. As one moves up, honest feedback 
becomes rare, hence it will help the boss, if you can 
provide an honest feedback. It is important to avoid 
unsolicited feedback.

Remember that bullies get their power from those who 
are afraid
If your boss is a yeller, a criticizer, or a judge, stand firm. Ask 
questions, seek to understand, and work toward defusing a 
difficult situation. It takes practice but the results are worth it.

Be an effective member of your boss’s team
Keep a good attitude
Stay upbeat and engaged. You never know who is watching 
or listening. Don’t get caught bad-mouthing your boss.

Do the best job you can
Keep your mind and efforts focused on top performance.

Be honest and trustworthy while dealing with your boss.

Seek new responsibilities
Boss will consider this as your ability to do more than 
your job, provided you do it well and appreciate it.

Keep learning
Keep asking relevant questions, if something is not 
clear. This is refreshing to the team and makes you 
more interesting to work with. Your boss will enjoy 
having you on the team and feel like it improves 
everyone’s work.

Managing and Working with Peers
Managing peers is important in today’s world. One 
needs to collaborate with peers to get work done and 
remain effective in an organization. Managing across in 
the organization is important to increase your power in 
your organization. It tests your ability to build trust and 
to influence organizational power with your colleagues. 
Everyone’s had a taste of managing across while 
working in groups but this skill becomes essential when 
you are part of a management team. The success of an 
organization depends on how well the management 
team works together or in other words, how well 
it manages across.(7) The ways to manage peers are 
different from the ones used for your supervisees and 
supervisors. These include setting mutually beneficial 
goals; establishing ones credibility, persuasion skills, 
and the ability to tap into ones network. The skill needed 
to strengthen managing across is emotional intelligence: 
Self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, 
and social skills. This will help better understand ones 
own—and others—priorities, pressures, and work 
styles.(8)

The following help in improving effectiveness of 
managing across in the organization:

Identify centers of power and influence in the organization 
and associate with them to increase sphere of ones own 
influence.

Maximize team efficiency with colleagues of similar rank 
in your institution.

Seek out information about the goals and pressures of the 
individuals you have identified in the first two activities.

Manage and lead more fluidly and efficiently across 
departments, across divisions, and across sister 
institutions.



Kumar, et al.: Managing bosses and peers

Indian Journal of Community Medicine/Vol 40/Issue 1/January 2015 16

To Complement Better with Your Boss and 
Peers, Improve Your Self-Awareness
Self-awareness helps you in identifying your strengths 
and weaknesses. This helps in dealing with peers and 
bosses and strengthening professional relationship with 
them. To further strengthen this, seek feedback from 
your peers/boss; take up self-learning courses and new 
assignments to improve/acquire skills. Although no one 
enjoys being criticized, we should try to view criticisms 
as useful feedback and use it to improve personally and 
professionally. One needs to learn about habits or traits 
that one needs to change. 

Skills Common to Strengthen Managing 
Bosses and Peers
These skills include
Effectively deal with disagreements and conflict
Conflict and disagreement is inevitable when you work in 
a team. People have different viewpoints, and openness 
to accept different viewpoints adds value to the team’s 
work. Whenever there is a sense of disagreement, one can 
choose to ignore it, complain about it, blame someone for 
it, or try to deal with it through hints and suggestions; or 
you can be direct, clarify what is going on, and attempt 
to reach a resolution through techniques like negotiation 
or compromise. If this situation is not handled properly 
by the supervisor and supervisee, constructively, the 
differences may escalate leading to a larger conflict. 
However, the supervisee needs to remember that the 
task in question has to be carried out whole-heartedly 
as assigned by supervisor as supervisor’s perspective 
is often more holistic and strategic. Understanding and 
appreciating the various viewpoints involved in conflict 
are key factors in its prevention and resolution. If the 
conflict with peers and superviser cannot be addressed by 
parties concerned it may need a third party to intervene. 
It is important to decide between the conflicting parties to 
agree when to referee. An important aspect to understand 
is to ensure that affected persons get the chance to present 
their side of the story. Active listening is an important 
skill in addressing conflicts for a leader and a referee in 
conflict resolution.

Dealing with disagreements professionally
Disagreements encountered at work are common and 
not necessarily bad and if dealt properly can lead to 
prolific gains and solutions. Key is to focus on the issue 
rather than on personalities involved. Try to view your 
position not as “your” position, but merely “a” position. 
In the same way, if you have an issue with someone else’s 
position, make clear that your concern is with the issue, 
not with the person. Treating people with respect, even 
those with whom you disagree can earn you respect in 
return and gives you trustworthiness.(9)

Make your enemies your allies(10)

There is always some degree of rivalry at work place. 
It needs to be handled carefully. A good leader often 
turns rivals into collaborators. This could be attained 
by strengthening one’s positions, networks, and careers 
in the process. It could be achieved through three “R”s: 

Redirection
The prime step of reversing rivalry is redirecting the 
rival’s anti-emotions away from you. One common 
redirection ploy is to introduce things you and your rival 
agree on, since everyone is encouraged to see synergic 
opportunities from a reasoned viewpoint.

Reciprocity
The timing and reason always matters for any alliance. 
you can present favors before you expect from others. 
One act of cooperation calls further acts of cooperation. 
Once you build a strong relationship based on give and 
take, opportunities abound.

Rationality
To end a rivalry and blossom a partnership, a leader 
needs to necessarily use rationality. To drive your 
competitor into pondering from a reasoned outlook, 
fully assimilating the expectations and gains out of the 
bond, and recognizing the opportunity that could be lost.

Collaborate
Accept that your team members are people with 
strengths and limitations just like you. Overcome 
differences between you and others so you work together 
effectively—even when you don’t like each other. It’s a 
far more productive approach to build on strengths, than 
trying remedying situations. If that’s good advice for 
managing your own staff, its good advice when trying to 
manage your boss. Ensure that you meet regularly with 
your boss and try to develop a professional relationship 
based on mutual trust and respect. In primary healthcare 
scenario also, it is observed that the introduction or 
expansion of such collaborations would enhance the 
effectiveness of primary care teams.(11)

Take initiative
Search for opportunities to contribute to problem solving 
and innovation within the team/organization. Remember 
that paradigm shifts are often made by individuals who 
are not directly involved with the problem or necessarily 
having subject expertise. Volunteer to lead a project or 
participate on a task force particularly if it provides 
visibility in the organization. Never underestimate the 
power of relationships. Leading and taking initiatives in 
the field of public health is required to tackle new and 
old problems at the individual, community, national, 
and global levels.(12)
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Be a player for all season, especially hard times
Demonstrate positive behaviors even during hard times. 
Building trust is a tool of high priority that serves you in 
good times and in bad. It’s not just what you do when 
your boss is looking which builds reputation, but it’s 
how and what you do when he’ s not looking that builds 
your character.

Manage your boss like he’s your most important client
This may ultimately mean communicating with your 
boss to learn, understand, and better appreciate his 
strategic objectives. Your job is to align with boss’s 
interests, not the other way around.

Dealing with workplace politics
Political environment and office politics is an event or 
culture which is faced by each and every organization 
with no exceptions. One must be able to function in such 
a situation by actively engaging others, whether you 
like them or not. This could be easily achieved without 
self-interested tactics.

Focus on good of the enterprise and information 
sharing
Recognize the interdependence with other units, and 
consider how your goals align with theirs. When it 
comes to information, one gets what one shares and 
what information you are having depends on who you 
know. You should encourage team members to share 
information. Emphasize the importance of each team 
member’s contribution and demonstrate how all of 
their jobs operate together to move the team closer to 
its goal. Also, understand what information is and is not 
confidential, and the need in some circumstances to make 
a judgement about whether confidential information 
can be shared, in the public interest, without consent.(13)

Connect and collaborate
It is becoming increasingly important in today’s world 
to focus on the relationship’s which serves both the 
partners involved. For example, while working on 
as assignment in the field of public health research, 
we need an expertise in epidemiology, biostatistics, 
and qualitative research on the same platform. If the 
organization or department lacks the specialization in 
any one of the above, situation can only be addressed 
through collaboration and mutually benefiting through 
inter organizational or departmental collaborations. 
In a health care system in which disease complexity, 
outcome indicators, and informed families are 
representative of current reality, an interdisciplinary 
approach to care is crucial.(14)

Strengthen your network at workplace
Following are the four ways to make an effective and 
efficient network.

Analyze
Make a list of the people in your organization including 
your team and other departments. Next, its important 
to figure out the benefits your interactions with them 
provide. Then, classify your relationships by the benefits 
they provide. Generally, benefits fall into one of six basic 
categories: Information, political support and influence, 
personal development, personal support and energy, a 
sense of purpose or worth, and work/life balance. It is 
always better to have people of different kinds in any 
network.

De-layer
Once you have done the the network analysis, take 
harsh decision by minimizing contact with people who 
promote harmful behaviors. This could be achieved 
without disrupting the relationships and reshaping 
your role to avoid them, devoting less time to them or 
reframing your reactions so that you do not dwell on the 
interactions. The next step is to ask yourself which of the 
six categories have too many people in them.

Diversify
Now that you’ve created room in your network, you 
need to fill it with the right people. Simple tools like 
work sheets can help you get started, for example, you 
might make a list of the six categories of relationships 
and think about colleagues who could fill the holes you 
have in each. Remember to focus on positive, energetic, 
selfless people, and be sure to ask people inside and 
outside your network for recommendations. you should 
also think about how you could connect your network 
to your professional and personal goals.

Capitalize
Effective and efficient use of people in your network is 
the main purpose of forming a network. Start using your 
network. Researches demonstrated that high performers 
and successful leaders at all levels tend to use their 
contacts to gain other benefits, such as new ideas. 

Conclusion
Managing peers and bosses is equally important if not 
more to managing a team. Inability to manage bosses 
and peers effectively results in loss of influence within 
the organization, frustration, may cost promotions 
and opportunities. The good relationship between 
superviser and supervisees can be described as 
symbiotic which benefits both.Unfortunately this 
important aspect of leadership and management does 
not receive the attention it deserves. For managing 
bosses, it is not only important to know the boss’s 
strengths and weaknesses but also be aware of one’s 
own. The goals and objectives of the superviser 
and supervisees need to overlap with that of the 
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organization. An effective and good relationship with 
peers is very important to achieve goals and to get work 
done effectively within the organization. It is important 
for successful managers to understand it, have the 
required skills and effectively use these to achieve self, 
team, and organizational goals through building a good 
network within the organization. The focus in building 
good network with peers and superviser is to achieve 
results for everyone including that of the organization.
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